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Abstract
This paper draws from global understandings about Human Rights, recasting them in
terms of a sociological conception of the dimensions of a Decent Society. We pose
our questions within the framework of American Exceptionalism, because the
assumptions that underlie that term have never been empirically examined. Can we
conclude on the basis of this analysis that America, when compared with other
countries, advances human rights? No. Can we conclude on the basis of this analysis
that America, when compared with other countries, is a Decent Society? No. Can we
conclude on the basis of this empirical analysis that America, when compared with
other countries, is Exceptional? Destined to promoting liberties and freedoms around
the world? No.
Keywords
Exceptionalism, Human Rights, Comparative Study of Societies

American Exceptionalism has a wide range of meanings, but
the broad conception is that America is uniquely special can be traced
to Alexis de Tocqueville (1840:36): "The position of the Americans is
therefore quite exceptional, and it may be believed that no other
democratic people will ever be placed in a similar one." This was
further elaborated over time: America is the land of abundant
opportunity, pluralistic, egalitarian, and celebrates the self-made man
and woman. With a polemical flare, a program of the Public
Broadcasting Service (2012) begins with this statement:
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America’s military is the strongest; its economy
the richest, its political ideas the most imitated; its
language near-universal; its music the most
listened to; its movies and television the most
watched; its publications the most read; its fast
food the most eaten; its soft drinks the most
guzzled. Now what?
In yet another analysis of American Exceptionalism, Blau and
Moncada (2003) trace the roots of neoliberalism to American
Exceptionalism - to greed, intense competition and fierce
individualism. They quote English Beatrice Webb (1963: 149), trade
unionist and cooperativist, who described in her 1898 diary two
fallacies that delude Americans. The first was “the people’s fallacy of
believing their country America is egalitarian.” The second she
described as “the old fallacy of the classic economists that each will
best serve the interests of the whole community by pursuing their
own gain.”
The term, “American Exceptionalism,” continues to be
evoked, by those on the left and those on the right. On April 2, 2012,
President Obama stated in a speech at the Rose Garden, “my entire
career has been a testimony to American Exceptionalism” (quoted by
Dwyer, 2012) Earlier that week, in Pewaukee, Wisconsin, Romney
(2012) questioned Obama’s commitment to the view of America as a
unique and unrivaled world power sustained by the values of free
enterprise: “Our president doesn’t have the same feelings about
American Exceptionalism that we do.” Thus like metaphors such as
apple pie and motherhood, American Exceptionalism is an
unequivocal good in today’s popular culture and political candidates
dare not even give a nuanced interpretation.
However, today’s scholars are not so sanguine about
American Exceptionalism. Some, including Noam Chomsky (2012),
argue that America is in decline, largely focused on geopolitical and
military factors. There is another line of argument, largely advanced by
Michael Ignatieff (2005) and the other authors of his recent volume,
American Exceptionalism and Human Rights: namely, that the U.S. has
promoted human rights standards and practices standards elsewhere,
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while ignoring them at home. In a more recent article Ignatieff (2012)
writes:
From Nuremberg onward, no country has
invested more in the development of international
jurisprudence for atrocity crimes and no country
has worked harder to make sure that the law it
seeks for others does not apply to itself.
In the last section of this paper, we empirically examine the extent to
which the U.S. exempts itself from international jurisprudence,
specifically human rights laws. We are interested in fundamental
human rights laws, not crimes of atrocity. It can be said quite simply
that the U.S. is not a party to the International Criminal Court that has
jurisdiction over the most atrocious crimes: genocide, crimes against
humanity, and war crimes. There are 121 state parties to the Rome
Statute that implements the ICC (International Criminal Court, 2012)
and while the U.S. has no trouble kibitzing loudly in the United
Nations about Iran, North Korea, Sudan, Gaza, and Syria, the U.S.
government insists its nationals (such George W. Bush and Henry
Kissinger) cannot be brought to trial at the ICC or in any other state
that has universal jurisdiction (such as Belgium and Spain).
IS AMERICA AN EXCEPTIONALLY ‘DECENT SOCIETY’?
Our main focus is not on heinous crimes of atrocities, but
instead indicators of quality of life and adherence to human rights. In
an earlier issue of Societies without Borders: Human Rights & the Social
Sciences, Judith Blau, along with two student co-authors, Jenniffer
Santos and Chelsea Sessoms (2009), presented a detailed list of human
rights indicators, suggesting that from a sociological perspective these
are prime indicators of a “decent society.” In their paper they did not
include any analysis, and an objective here is to carry such an analysis
out, using many of the indicators they proposed. Their premise was
that a Decent Society is one that upholds, promotes and secures
human rights. In contrast to the contested term, “American
Exceptionalism” it is possible to examine empirical indicators of
whether America is a “Decent Society” or not.
Our data comprises original as well as modified indices and
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scores on several indicators that are available for a large number of
countries. We identified such indicators and collected data on all
possible countries. In order to compare countries on each selected
parameter, we modified scores such that for any indicator, a higher
score means a ‘better’ situation. This allows us to compare mean and
actual values across countries in a simple and uniform manner. In
some cases the original data was already coded by the same logic. For
example, electoral turnout in presidential elections was coded such
that a higher turnout meant higher political participation. In other
cases, the original data was recoded. For example, in the case of press
freedom scores, prepared by Freedom House, countries with a more
free press are given a lower score. We have divided this score by one
to arrive at a ‘press freedom index.’ Thus for this indicator, now a
lower indices value depicts a less free press. We have used the same
logic to modify all our indicators. Our analysis is presented in three
sections. First, we compare the U.S. score on selected indicators with
the median scores of all countries considered together (Table 1).
Second, we compare the U.S. score on selected indicators with the
median of all other OECD countries considered together (Table 2).
Finally, we compare the U.S. with all other countries on ratifications
on all international human rights treaties under the umbrella of the
Human Rights Council (Table 3). We were constrained in our
selection of variables in the first analysis owing to missing cases, but
this is not a problem for our second analysis and we chose a wide
array of variables. In the final analysis we have no missing cases.
U.S. COMPARED WITH ALL OTHER COUNTRIES ON THE
DECENT SOCIETY INDICATORS
There are a great number of indicators available for countries.
We selected ones for which there are few missing cases. We rescaled
and standardized all indicators so that a high value is good and a low
value indicates that a country does poorly on this indicator. Then we
obtained a distribution of scores on each indicator, from which we
obtained the median scores and the score for the U.S. Therefore,
relative to all other countries for which there is non-missing data, a
high score reflects high adherence to a particular “decent society”
indicator and a low score reflects low adherence. Please refer to Table
1.
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The results reported in Table 1 are self-explanatory: namely, the U.S. is
an exceptional negative outlier on all the indicators under
consideration. It is true, of course, that we did not include some
indicators on which the U.S. does well. For example, Americans, in the
aggregate, according to international agencies, contribute
disproportionately to charity. However, we did select indicators for
which one would expect the wealthiest country in the world would
have a positive score. The results are appalling. The US falls behind
the median score on electoral turnout, incarceration, the Gini Index,
the Happy Planet Index – and, in fact- all the other measures reported
in Table 1. Clearly, on these global indicators, America is not
Exceptional, if we mean by that a decent society that promotes human
rights.
U.S. COMPARED WITH OECD COUNTRIES
The OECD states are the wealthiest in the world. The
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development includes
primarily European countries, but also the U.S., Canada and Israel.
Data collection is remarkably comprehensive, and the only missing
case for some indicators is Israel. As before for Table 1, variables are
standardized around the median for the 30 or 31 cases. The results are
reported in Table 2, and when possible the value for the U.S. is based
on international comparisons (from Table 1) to give it credit with
respect to both poor and rich countries. That is, we have stacked the
cards in favor of the U.S.
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Owing to virtually complete reporting, we are able to report on more
indicators for OECD countries compared to countries in Table 1. The
list of variables in Table 2 includes a broad range of factors that relate
to gender equality, incarceration and the death penalty, schooling, the
peace score, number of International Labour Organization treaties
ratified, among others. The U.S. ranks poorly on all indicators
compared with all other OECD countries. This is even when we have
stacked the cards! We see little merit in the term, “American
Exceptionalism,” and from a human rights perspective, cannot say
that the U.S. is a “Decent Society” that privileges the rights of its
citizens over its imperial ambitions.
IS AMERICA LIVING UP TO HUMAN RIGHTS STANDARDS?
At an accelerating pace, the world’s countries are adopting and
advocating human rights standards, namely the 17 Human Rights
Treaties, which are listed in Table 3.
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While the U.S. holds other countries accountable for
upholding these treaties, the U.S. itself has not unconditionally ratified
a single one. It has not even ratified the International Convention on
Civil and Political Rights, while boasting that it alone was the pioneer
in advancing these rights for its citizens. The term, “not selfexecuting” is the critical term. Technically, it means that until the
Senate has voted to ratify a treaty, it does not apply to the U.S. The
Senate has never voted to ratify any human rights treaty. This is in
contrast to free trade treaties. The Office of the United States Trade
Agreements (2012) summarizes the 18 free-trade treaties to which the
U.S. is a party.
Legal scholars have argued that a problem with the American
legal system is that it exaggerates the importance of procedure at the
expense of substance. We believe that this is essentially correct in that
the U.S. fails to join the rest of the world in setting its sights on
substantive human rights objectives and pursuing their realization.
Instead, it overprotects procedures and under-protects substance and
thereby under-protects the well-being of residents (that is, their health,
housing, jobs, education). However, we go beyond this interpretation
to argue that, indeed, U.S. law does indeed have a substantive bias:
that is, privileging capitalism, trade, and corporations over human
rights. Lately, the Supreme Court has repeatedly reinforced this bias.
CONCLUSION: WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE?
We have shown that America is an extreme negative outlier
on a broad range of indicators, including expressions of civil &
political rights, as well as social and economic rights, and adherence to
global human rights standards. It lags behind on indicators of
environmental security. While it huffs and puffs, depicting other
countries as ornery, derelict, and delinquent, the U.S. itself has no
reason to be smug, or as it is often said, “Exceptional.” It does not do
at all well on our indicators of a Decent Society.
We suggest a grounded conclusion, shared by many
intellectuals and commentators, and, second a speculative conclusion.
First, instead of hurling epithets against China, Cuba, Iran, etc. the
U.S. should rely on the international community to evaluate human
rights abuses. This includes UN agencies as well as highly experienced
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INGOs. The U.S.’s condescension only worsens inter-state relations
and polarizes the international community. Besides, many people
around the world believe that the U.S. is a hypocrite: that is, the U.S.
condemns human rights abuses elsewhere, and yet has prisoners kept
without trial in Guantánamo, kills civilians in drone strikes in Pakistan
and Afghanistan, and has the largest stockpile of nuclear weapons in
the world. Its corporations are often not taxed, while people live in
tent cities all across America.
Second, speculatively, yet grounded in a sociological
understanding of political culture, we propose that human rights will
be embraced by Americans, our schools and institutions of learning,
and our communities if only the U.S. ratifies human rights treaties,
and revises the Constitution to incorporate these rights. Wishful
thinking? No. We only need to abandon the idea that we are
inherently and historically exceptional.
What is our speculative conclusion? America’s strength has
always been its extraordinary diversity. After all, America has not been
a nation of individual immigrants, but instead a nation of immigrant
groups, cultures, cognitive varieties, and varied life styles.
“International” learning has constantly taken place and continues to
do so. Between and among Poles, Burmese, Mexicans, Salvadorans,
Haitians, Scots, Catholics, atheists, and on and on and on. We might
say that this international learning that accompanies diversity is the
soul and spirit of America, and also nourishes and invigorates social
life. Let’s hope that this diversity pulls us away from going over the
brink. It could --so long as it accompanies a robust notion that each
and every person is entitled to enjoy all their human rights.
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